Lesson – 6                                             August 11, 2012                            Gladwin Mathews


Lesson – 6 Friends Forever
Read for your study: 1 Thess. 2:13-3:13; Rom. 9:1-5; 11:1-12, 

 HYPERLINK "http://mobile.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Rom.%2011:24-32" 24-32; 

 HYPERLINK "http://mobile.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matt.%2024:9-22;" Matt. 24:9-22; 

 HYPERLINK "http://mobile.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matt%2010:42" 10:42.

Memory Text: “May he strengthen your hearts so that you will be blameless and holy in the presence of our God and Father when our Lord Jesus comes with all his holy ones” (1 Thes. 3:13, NIV).
Introduction: 
Someone has said that ‘Friendship is like standing on wet cement. The longer you stay, the harder it's to leave, and you can never go without leaving your footprints behind’. Angelique says, “A true friend sees the first tear … catches the second … and stops the third!” How true it is to be a friend! 
Sometimes in life, you find a special friend; someone who changes your life just by being part of it. Someone who makes you laugh until you can't stop. Someone who makes you believe that there really is good in the world. Someone who convicts you that there really is an unlocked door just waiting for you to open it! This is forever friendship. When you're down and the world seems dark and empty, your forever friend lifts you up in spirit and makes that dark and empty world suddenly seem bright and full. Your forever friend gets you through the hard times, the sad times and the low times. If you turn and walk away, your forever friend follows. If you lose your way, your forever friend guides you and cheers you on. Your forever friend holds your hand and tells you that everything is going to be okay. And if you find such a friend, you feel happy and complete because you need not worry. You have a forever friend, and forever has no end! When it hurts to look back, and you’re afraid to look ahead, you can look beside you and your best friend will be there! Do you know who that ‘forever friend’ is? 
In John 15:15, 16 Jesus declared a deeper and more intimate relationship of friendship to His disciples saying, “I no longer call you servants because a servant does not know his master’s business. Instead I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you! No one has greater love than to lay down their life for their friends. “You did not choose me, but I chose you” and “I have called you friends”.

In this lesson of 1 Thessalonians, Paul is pouring out his heart by expressing similar sentiments of his intimate relationship with the believers of Thessalonica through friendship. This friendship of Paul with them is deeper than earthly friendships; for he desires and prays for them to be “blameless and holy” at the time of Jesus’ second coming.  He is praying for them to encourage them lest they get discouraged because of persecution that they were facing. 

Question: Today, how do we use our ‘friendship’ to describe our relationship with God?  Do we encourage them through our friendship and prayer or are they discouraged and left alone to fall apart? What is Paul teaching us in this lesson? Let us dive into our study and learn! 
The Judean Example: 
In our previous lessons we learnt that Paul and his friends entered Thessalonica with bruises and wounds which they had received from Philippi. Paul recalls that and is afraid that his friends at Thessalonica will also face the same fate sooner or later. 
In 1 Thessalonians 2:14-16 he reveals his feelings about a particular group of Jews who had opposed him following him around the Mediterranean area trying to do everything possible to work against his work. To thwart what Paul wanted to accomplish for God. 

Question: What is the message for us today in 1 Thessalonica 2:13-16? The message for us in this passage today is that those who follow Christ are going to face opposition, even persecution. Persecution of believers provides a bond of brotherhood between Jewish and Gentile believers. Secondly, Paul was not trying to condemn all Jews. Paul himself was a Jew of the tribe of Benjamin. (Romans 11:1; Philippians 3:5) All of the early disciples and apostles were Jews. Jesus was Jewish. The early church that was formed consisted of Jewish core. To Paul, every Jew that he met was potentially a friend forever. 
Isn’t it the same within our church communities today? Our churches are full of ethnic groups but all of us are bound by the same faith. We may have differences in our opinions but we are one in faith. We need to remember that every person alive on this earth is a son or daughter of God for whom He would have been willing to die if that person were the only person in the world to accept Christ. Let us not hinder God’s work by our racial and ethnic prejudices. But instead join hands together and work to win others to Christ. 
Paul’s Hope and Joy: 
The Jews of Thessalonica stirred up so much trouble that Paul had to leave the city. But Paul assures the Thessalonians that even though he and his companions had been taken away from the Thessalonians in presence, they had not been taken away in heart, but they endeavored more eagerly with great desire to return and see the Thessalonians face to face. 
In 1 Thessalonians 2:17-20 Paul was reminding his Thessalonian friends of their experiences together. He wanted them to understand that even though he was forced to leave the city, he still felt the same about them. He would have loved to have been able to visit them again. He uses a word that implies a painful bereavement, like a child taken away from his or her parents. He makes them understand that looking forward to the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ:  When standing in the presence of the Lord Jesus Christ at his coming, his hope, joy, and crown of rejoicing will be those he has drawn to the Lord through his ministry of the Gospel message. ‘For you are our glory and joy’, he says. 
Question: What is the message here that’s so relevant to us today? In this passage Paul tells us to keep our priorities straight. James 4:14 tells us that this life is nothing more than a vapor in comparison to life eternal. Do we have our priorities straight?  Paul’s hope, glory and joy were his brethren in Christ, especially those he had taught and brought to the Lord. 

What is our hope, glory and joy? Believers who live the life of righteousness keeping the faith to the end through all the trials that test their commitment to the Gospel message are the joy of those who brought the message to them at the first. The greatest joy to a godly parent is to see their children keeping the faith throughout their lives, and influencing their families and others to do the same. 
Our hope should be to see each other with Jesus in heaven! Our glory should be to see being glorified together with Jesus when He comes (1 Thessalonians 1:10-12). Our joy should be the happiness coming from our working together in the Lord! The joy Paul experienced when told of the faithfulness of the Thessalonians – 1 Thessalonians 3:6-9. 
Timothy’s Substitute Visit:
Paul’s greatest concern was for his brethren at Thessalonica. It is evident from this epistle of Paul that he loved them and treated them like a nursing mother and exhorted them like a caring father - 1 Thessalonians 2:7, 11. 
He was concerned about how they were holding up under tribulation and did not want them to be shaken by them - 1 Thessalonians 3:1-4. He had even warned them when he was still with them.  Paul was concerned about their faith (1 Thessalonians 3:5) and was afraid that the tempter (Satan) might have tempted them when absent from them, he longed to see them time and again - 1 Thessalonians 2:17-18. Thus, he sent Timothy as a substitute for him back to them. 

Question: Why did he send Timothy to them? Paul was very worried that things might be going badly in Thessalonica. He was worried that their difficult experience might have resulted in their loss of faith. So, he was willing to part with Timothy for a period of time to establish and encourage them in their faith and to learn of their fate (1 Timothy 3:2, 5). 
Despite Timothy's young age, Paul described him as a “brother,” a “minister of God,” and a “coworker in the gospel.” 1 Thessalonians 3:1-5. This was a high praise for Timothy because he had faith in him and that he would be a great source of encouragement to them. 
The Result of Timothy’s Visit: 
Timothy returned from Thessalonica with good news. The report he brought was a great encouragement to Paul for their faith and love were still strong. They had good remembrance about him and were thinking and praying for Paul just as he was praying for them. They were hoping that he would be able to return to Thessalonica sometime soon. Paul assured them that there was nothing he would rather have done. (1 Thessalonians 3:9, 10)
As soon as Paul heard the report from Timothy, he sat down to write to the believers in Thessalonica, praying and praising the Lord for their faithfulness. His reaction was so strong that he was comforted in his own affliction and distress by their faith. He began to pray rejoicing with thankfulness for their condition before God. 

Notice the frequency of his prayers for them in 1 Thessalonians 3:10, “Night and Day we pray most earnestly that we may see you again and supply what is lacking in your faith.”  What was lacking in their faith? We don’t know! The passage does not tell us anything. But perhaps Paul felt that they needed some nurturing for more spiritual growth. He wanted to perfect what was lacking in their faith. 
How is our concern for our brethren? Are we concerned about the welfare of our brethren, especially the weak? Have we noticed their absence in the church, does it not trouble us? Have we made an effort to call, write, or in some way contact them? Are we helping by setting a good example with our own service and attendance? Are we doing what we can to establish and encourage them in the faith? Do we experience any joy when we see our brother restored to the Lord? Can we say with Paul, “For now we live, if you stand fast in the Lord.”?
What about our prayers… prayers of thanks when we hear or see evidence of their faithfulness? Paul prayed exceedingly, night and day...how often do we pray for those who are weak or experiencing trials? 

Paul’s Renewed Prayers: 
While praising and praying for their spiritual growth, Paul presents to them their ultimate goal; the second coming of Jesus Christ. He reminded them that the second coming of Jesus Christ is a powerful incentive to spiritual growth. Everything we do, even everything we think, will be brought up in the judgment which is taking place right now. (Ecclesiastes 12:13, 14; Revelation 20:12, 13) God promises that we will be rewarded for every good thing we do. (Matthew 10:42)
More than that, the second coming will be a glorious “family” reunion. Imagine what it will be like to talk to people right down through history from Adam to Noah, Abraham, Moses, Joseph, Daniel, our families, and our friends, etc. Paul was praying that his prayers would increase the Thessalonians’ faith, hope, love, and strength and that the result would be holiness and perfection (1 Thessalonians 3:11-13). Isn’t it that what God wants us to have? 
Imagine when we get to heaven, what will we have to say to the ‘holy ones’ about the great controversy and our role in it? What will they have to say to us? Doesn’t it remind you of that beautiful faith building hymn we sing ‘when we all get to heaven, what a day of rejoicing that will be. When we all see Jesus, we’ll sing and shout the victory’! 

Conclusion: There is plenty of evidence that human beings need love. This love needs to grow by building relationships with our fellow believers, making them ‘friends forever’. We must practice Agape love! Much joy comes from seeing the faithfulness and steadfastness of other believers. 
Paul was so concerned about the Thessalonians that he was willing to send Timothy back there despite having to stay in Athens by himself. There were three main things that he wanted Timothy to accomplish: 1) Most of all, he wanted to affirm and confirm the faith of the Thessalonians. 2) He wanted to encourage them and to remind them that they were not alone and that Paul and his companions loved them and wished they could be with them in the difficult times they were facing. 3) Paul was very anxious to find out how they were doing in his absence. 
Are we just as caring and concerned about those who become new members in our church family as Paul was about the Thessalonians? What would Paul say to Christians today? May our concern for our ‘forever friends’ be such that when we hear of their faithfulness we too can say: “For now we live, if you stand fast in the Lord” (1 Thessalonians 3:8).
God Bless You!!!
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